Introduction
Grassland habitats harbour a large number of bird species. Altogether, 152 (29%) of the 526 species regularly occurring in Europe are associated to some extent with one or more types of grassland habitats. Compared to butterflies, which may require specific host plants, birds depend less to the botanical composition of grasslands. Their occurrence is more connected to landscape and vegetation structure, food availability and soil moisture. Therefore, grassland bird 'communities' are composed of a mixture of species that require a certain openness. This explains the considerable overlap in the species composition of different grassland types. Bird species can be assigned to certain habitat types based on their selection of breeding or feeding habitat at a certain point of their annual life cycle, despite of the relatively wide range of habitats they may use. Steppic grasslands hold 43 priority species, wet grasslands 40, montane grasslands 37, pastoral woodlands 24. 79 priority species, are associated with sown and fertilized grasslands habitats. Of this, 34 also occur in arable-dominated landscapes. All species with a preference for arable land also occur in grasslands.
Conservation status
According to the latest conservation status assessment published by BirdLife International (2004 a and 2004 b) , 89 (59%) of the 152 grassland bird species have an unfavourable conservation status in Europe. This means a slight deterioration compared to a decade before, when 81 grassland species had an unfavourable conservation status (Tucker and Heath, 1994) . It is also worrying that the species which became threatened over the last decade in Europe include some formerly common ones such as Vanellus vanellus, Gallinago gallinago, Philomachus pugnax, Oenanthe oenanthe, Sturnus vulgaris, Passer montanus, Carduelis cannabina and Miliaria calandra.
According to the same dataset, the proportion of species with an unfavourable conservation status in Europe is highest in the steppic habitats (77%), followed by the "improved grasslands"
1 and wet grasslands habitats (both 65%), while the proportion of threatened species is lower in the montane grasslands (43%) and pastoral woodlands (54%).
Steppic habitats hold also the largest number (11) of globally threatened species in Europe, followed by the improved grasslands (7), wet grasslands (6) and montane grassland (2).
Grassland bird communities in Europe
The large number of threatened species in the steppic habitats (e.g. 
Threats
Over the second half of the 20 th century, the major cause of the decline in area and in bird habitat quality of grassland was their conversion to arable land, orchards or vineyards. Mechanisation made it possible to plough up grasslands, build more extensive drainage and irrigation networks (Shrubb, 2003) . Farm subsidies, specialization, technological and market changes have also encouraged this process (Baldock, 1990) . These changes affect grassland birds differently. Some are able to adapt to arable conditions, while others are not. The latter mainly include wet grassland species and some of the true steppe species. The remaining pastoral systems in Europe mostly occur under conditions where terrain, climate or soil conditions limit land use. Abandonment of these areas causes habitat change through the growth of tall vegetation and scrub encroachment, which leads to the loss of open habitat which is essential for most grassland bird species (Tucker and Evans, 1997; Keenleyside et al., 2004) . Although some species of heathland, shrubland and open forest may benefit during the early phase of these, they will disappear as succession proceeds to closed forest (Tucker, 1997). Loss of grasslands was accelerated by afforestation during the 20 th century. State and EU subsidies are most attractive in economically marginal areas such as the steppes of Portugal and Spain. Similar schemes existed in Central and Eastern Europe. Afforestation has probably contributed to the decline of over 20% of the species with Table 1 Schematic diagram showing the influence of various grassland management techniques on the population size of farmland birds (Vickery et al., 2001) .
